INTRODUCTION
Willard State Psychiatric Hospital, overlooking Seneca Lake in rural upstate New York, housed more than 54,000 people during its 126 years of operation. Some were released to their communities after decades of institutionalization, but many more died there. If not for the discovery of 400 suitcases filled with patients' belongings in the hospital attic when the facility closed in 1995, their lives would have been lost to history. This discovery led the authors-a psychiatrist and an ex-patient advocateto conduct a detailed study of the lives of the suitcase owners, to curate an exhibit at the New York State Museum in Albany that attracted more than 300,000 visitors, to speak to audiences across the country about the lives of the suitcase owners, and to write this book.
In The Lives They Left Behind, the contents of ten of these suitcases are skillfully examined and compared to the written record to create a moving and devastating group portrait of twentieth-century American psychiatric care. Richer, more complex lives than indicated by the hospital records emerge from a wide array of personal effects, including letters to loved ones, photographs of school chums and foreign travels, knickknacks, religious tracts, a christening gown, professional photographic equipment, and a delicate hand-painted bone china teacup and saucer. Here are gripping personal dramas of new immigrants and nativeborn Americans, men and women of different races and ethnicities, among them a young, dispossessed German nun, a Scottish nurse, a Filipino student, and an African-American World War II veteran. These people coped with a host of problems in times of war, economic hardship, and cultural dislocation. The confusion following displacement, the rage or despair resulting from illness, loss of loved ones, or sudden poverty, and the experience of hearing disembodied voices were only some of the misfortunes that put them on the path to institutionalization, from which most did not escape alive.
As it restores the humanity of the individuals it so poignantly evokes, The Lives They Left Behind reveals the vast historical inadequacies of a psychiatric system that has yet to heal itself. 
CONVERSATION STARTERS
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4. Madeline, the French intellectual whose story appears in Chapter 11, wrote the following: "The false is so mingled with the truth, and looks so like it that there is no sure mark whereby we may distinguish one from the other. It is a damn fool of a world." What do you think this statement reveals about her worldview? How might this have contributed to her fate? 5. Dmytre, the Ukrainian artist who spent time as a Nazi slave laborer, only to lose his wife and unborn child to a miscarriage, had extremely traumatic experiences that significantly affected his mental health. Yet the hospital offered no therapy to help him examine and heal from these horrific events. Why do you think that that was? 6. Whose life story did you find most personally compelling? What spoke to you about this person's life? 7. What artifact or artifacts found in an individual's suitcase did you find most revealing about that person's past or personality? The most poignant?
8. Can you point to specific passages that struck you personally-as interesting, profound, confusing, incomprehensible, illuminating?
9. Did the book raise unanswered questions for you? If so, what are these?
10. How has this book changed your view of who "mental patients" were in the past? Of people with that label today?
11. What did you learn about the American approach to mental health issues-both past and present-that you did not know previously?
12. This book illustrates how issues surrounding mental health and its treatment affect us all-whether through our family, friends, or community. What lessons should we draw from this book to shape the future of our mental health system? What problems and possible solutions are illuminated by the life stories of the suitcase owners? Who would implement those solutions? How probable is success?
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GO BEHIND THE SCENES
The Lives They Left Behind gave rise to a successful campaign to commemorate patients who had been buried in unmarked graves on the grounds of the Willard State Psychiatric Hospital. Find a multimedia presentation about this campaign and the lives it has touched in the New York Times.
Visit the Willard Suitcase website for more information about the traveling exhibit, which has reached hundreds of thousands of visitors.
Discover more about the book at www.blpress.org.
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